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This thesis is the first scholarly study of the organisation representing electrical trades 
workers in Western Australia, from its inception in 1905 to 1979.  It examines how a 
small craft union was created, how it won and maintained its independence and fostered 
the singular skill base of its members, and how it developed and strengthened its power.  
The thesis argues that the union fought to create and maintain a separate trade union 
identity based on specific trade skills within the electrical trades in the face of 
opposition from already-established metal trade unions. 
In 1905 the Metropolitan Electrical Trades Union (METU) was established.  
This was the first union to represent electrical workers in Western Australia.  In 1914 
the METU amalgamated with the Amalgamated Society of Engineers (ASE) / 
Amalgamated Engineering Union (AEU).  Many electrical workers were unhappy with 
this amalgamation and in 1926, with the assistance of the national body of the Electrical 
Trades Union of Australia, a union known as the Electrical Trades Union of Australia 
(Western Australian Branch) (ETUWA) was established.  From 1927 until 1949 the 
ETUWA was embroiled in a long bitter struggle to regain its independence.  The 
ETUWA’s main opposition to independence came from the engineering unions, the 
ASE/AEU and Australasian Society of Engineers.  Even after re-registration in 1949 the 
ETUWA remained a small ineffectual union. 
However, from the late 1960s onwards immigrants from the British Isles and 
from the eastern states of Australia began to expand a grass roots activism that promoted 
and strengthened the ETUWA.  Electrical installers working in the electrical contracting 
industry flocked to WA to work in the State’s expanding industrial complexes on the 
Kwinana Industrial Strip and the iron ore projects in the Pilbara.  And, from 1970 
onwards, these newcomers aided in the development of a stronger more militant union, 
eventually succeeding in creating an independent award for the electrical contracting 
industry, thus breaking the nexus between the electrical trades and the engineering 
trades.  This thesis has added to the history of industrial development in Western 
Australia, from the early twentieth century by examining, from a labour history 
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Regulation of the Electrical Industry and Protection of 

















































Kalgoorlie Electric Power and Lighting Corporation Power 
Station, Lane Street, Boulder, 1902. 






Boot Palace, Perth, 1913. 






Hay Street, Perth, 1900. 






Electrical Trades Union (Western Australian Branch) (ETUWA) 
prize winners, 1955. 






ETUWA prize winners, 1956. 






ETUWA prize winners, 1958. 






ETUWA prize winners, 1959. 






ETUWA members take part in Labour Day March, Perth, 1958. 






ETUWA members take part in Labour Day March, Perth, 1958. 






The first single men’s quarters at Mt. Newman, Western 
Australia, 1968. 







Mt. Newman construction camp watering hole, known 
universally as ‘Sufferers Paradise’ offered Spartan facilities, 
1967. 


















Wage claim and outcome of Metropolitan Electrical Trades Union 
award negotiations, 1906.  Source: Western Australian Reports 
of Proceedings before the Boards of Conciliation and the 






Wage claim and outcome of Metropolitan Electrical Trades Union 






Annual Electrical Apprentice Registrations, 1913–1916.  Source: 
WA Register of Apprentices, held by Western Australian State 






Membership of WA Unions from 30 June 1950 to 31 December 
1965.  Source: Western Australian Industrial Gazette (WAIG), 






Numbers of workers in various occupations registered on the 
electoral roll for the sub-divisions of Murray and Kwinana, 1963 







Numbers of workers in various occupations registered on the 
electoral rolls for the Pilbara in 1963, 1968 and 1972.  Source: 






Total number of electrical licence holders for the years 1960–
1973.  Source: State Energy Commission of Western Australia, 






Comparison of ETUWA costs for the years 1966, 1972 and 1973.  






Number of times the ETUWA, AMWU and AWU attended the 
Industrial Arbitration Commission between 1969 and 1979.  






Electrical workers from overseas and inter-state who played an 
active part in the union and joined between 1963 and 1974.  






Wage rates for electrical workers under the amended Metal Trades 
(General) Award of 1973 and the Lift Industry Workers 
(Electrical and Metal Trades) Award, 1973.  Source: WAIG, Vol. 















Wages rates for electrical trades classifications covered under the 
Metal Trades (General) Award amended 26 April 1974 and the 
Electrical Contracting Industry Award registered 21 June 1974. 
Source: WAIG, Vol. 54, 1974, amended Metal Trades (General) 
Award, pp. 384–386 and Vol. 54, 1974, Electrical Contracting 






Weekly wage rates for electrical workers covered under the 
consolidated and amended Metal Trades (General) Award 
registered 20 March 1979 and the Electrical Contracting Industry 
Award, 1979 registered 27 February 1979. 
Source: WAIG, Vol. 59 Part 1, 1979, Electrical Contracting 



































Deaths by electrocution in Western Australia between 1907 and 
1949.  Source: WA Statistical Record Books from 1907 to1949, 






Numbers of apprenticeships in the electrical trades between 1920 
and 1960.  Source: Western Australian Industrial Gazette 






Electrical and engineering apprenticeship numbers from 1926 to 






Sample number (375) of annual totals of ETUWA membership and 
totals of members (taken from the sample number) joining from 
interstate and overseas for the years between 1960 and 1973. 







Numbers of electrical licence examination candidates between 1960 
and 1968.  Source: Annual Reports of Electrical Workers’ Board in 






ETUWA membership totals between 1960 and 1973. 
Source: ETUWA Annual Reports, printed in Live Wire journals 






Annual ETUWA membership totals between 1974 and 1979. 
























Advertisement to supply electrical appliances. 






Advertisement for a Wireman’s Certificate. 






Advertisement of Meeting of Electrical Men, Melbourne, 1902. 






Copy of Certificate of Passing of Rules and Certificate of Registry 
of a Trade Union, 1906. 




































AEEFEU (WA) Australian Electrical, Electronics, Foundry and Engineering Union 
(WA)  
ALP Australian Labor Party 
ASE/AEU/AMWU 
 
Amalgamated Society of Engineers/Amalgamated Engineering 
Union/Amalgamated Metals Workers’ Union 
ASEMU (WA) Australasian Society of Engineers, Moulders & Foundry Workers 
Union (WA) 
AWU Australian Workers’ Union 
BEEI (WA) Board of Examiners for Electrical Installers (WA) 
CDRHWU Coastal, Docks, Rivers and Harbour Workers’ Union 
CEPU Communications, Electrical, Plumbing Union 
ECA (WA) Electrical Contractors’ Association of WA 
ECB (WA) Electrical Contractors’ Board (WA) 
ETJ Electrical Trades Journal 
ETU Electrical Trades Union of Australia 
ETUWA Electrical Trades Union of Australia (Western Australian Branch) 
EWB (WA) Electrical Workers’ Board (WA) 
FMTELB Fremantle Municipal Tramways and Electric Lighting Board 
FMWU Federated Miscellaneous Workers’ Union 
FTEU Fremantle Tramway Employees’ Union 
GEWU/GETU Goldfields Electrical Workers Union/ 
Goldfields Electrical Trades Union 
METU Metropolitan Electrical Trades Union 
PGU Plumbers’ and Gasfitters’ Union 
SEC State Electricity Commission 
WAA Act Western Australian Arbitration Act 
WAAC Western Australian Arbitration Court/Commission 
WA ALP Western Australian Branch of the Australian Labor Party 
WAASRE Western Australian Amalgamated Society of Railway Employees 
WACAB 
WAGG 
Western Australian Conciliation and Arbitration Board 
Western Australian Government Gazette 
WAGRC Western Australian Government Railway Commission 
WAIG Western Australian Industrial Gazette 
WAPD Western Australian Parliamentary Debates 
WARDA Western Australian Register of Disputes and Awards 
WARP Western Australian Reports of Proceedings before the Boards of 
Conciliation and the Court of Arbitration
WASL Western Australian State Library 
WASRO Western Australian State Records Office 
WATLC Western Australian Trades and Labor Council 
WATUIC Western Australian Trades Union Industrial Council 
WAVP Votes and Proceedings of the Parliament of Western Australia 
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